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The	 Venerable	 Bede	 is	 arguably	 one	 of 	 the	
most important figures of  early medieval Christian-
ity.	Born	 in	 the	 late	 seventh	 century,	Bede	became	
the	 premier	 scholar	 of 	 the	 monastic	 communities	
at	Wearmouth	and	Jarrow	and	was	well-known	for	




ing	 styles	 and	 trends.	 Bede’s	most	 famous	work	 is	




planned	for	 the	English	 to	unite	under	 the	Roman	
church	 and	become	 the	English	nation.	One	must	






been	 manifested	 through	 the	 medium	 of 	 human	
time	and	events.	1		
When	 one	 considers	 Bede	 and	 the	 genre	 of 	
salvation	 history,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 recognize	 that	
the	Ecclesiastical History	conveys	Bede’s	own	spiritu-
ality	 and	 theological	 outlook.	 Bede	 pointed	 out	 in	














a	work	 of 	 history	 that	would	 edify	 his	 read-
ers,	he	would	not	present	someone	as	evil	and	











examples	 for	 imitation.	Bede	 also	wished	 to	 stress	
that	unity	in	the	church,	under	the	Roman	tradition,	
was	 of 	 the	 utmost	 spiritual	 importance.4	 This	was	
especially	 true	when	concerning	 the	celebration	of 	





location	 in	 the	Ecclesiastical History (book III of  V; 
right	in	the	middle).	At	this	synod,	which	took	place	




Isles,	 the	 dissident	Celtic	 church	was	 brought	 into	
communion	with	Rome	and	mainstream	Christian-


















	Caitlin	Corning,	The Celtic and Roman Traditions: Conflict and 
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gates	 of 	 hell	 shall	 not	 prevail	 against	 it,	 and	
to	thee	I	will	give	the	keys	of 	the	kingdom	of 	
heaven”?	6	
According	 to	 Bede	 the	 only	 proper	 doctrine	 was	
the	Roman	tradition,	which	“ought	to	be	preferred	
before	 all	 the	 traditions	 of 	 the	 Scots.”7	 Anything	






ing-point	 in	 the	 history	 of 	 the	 English	 and	 Irish	
churches.	 Bede	wanted	 to	 stress	 the	 harmony	 that	
there	was	between	the	“divine	law”	and	the	“human	
law.”	In	class8,	 a	 fellow-student	commented	on	 the	
relationship	between	divine	law	and	human	law	and	
mentioned	the	harmony	that	 is	 recognizable	 in	 the	
church	 when	 Catholics	 throughout	 the	 world	 are	
celebrating	 a	 great	 feast	with	 a	 common	 rite.	One	
might	 ask	 what	 American	 Catholics	 would	 learn	
















matter into the divine purposes. . . . So fixing 
any	 festival,	much	 less	 the	 central	 festival	 of 	
Easter,	was	not	 just	 a	matter	of 	 ecclesiastical	
decision,	but	of 	tuning	in	to	the	law	in	the	uni-















church	was	 fully	orthodox	 and	 always	on	par	with	
God	in	heaven.	






found	 in	 his	 description	 of 	 the	 conversion	 of 	 the	
northern	 Picts.	 Bede	 describes	 the	 Picts	 as	 being	
“rude	and	barbarous,”	yet	“because	they	had	not	laid	
aside	the	fervent	grace	of 	charity,	they	were	worthy	
to	be	 informed	 in	 the	 true	knowledge	of 	 this	par-
ticular.”10	 From	Bede’s	 perspective	 only	Rome	had	
the	 scriptural	 authority	 to	 teach	 the	 “true	 knowl-
edge”	to	the	Picts.	Bede	cites	Philippians	:1	where	
Paul refers to those of  a different attitude (the Celtic 
church,	according	to	Bede)	being	corrected	by	God	
(the Roman church, according to Bede). Keeping up 
with	 the	 genre	of 	 salvation	history,	Bede	wants	 to	
stress	that	it	was	God’s	will	that	the	Picts	were	to	be	
converted	 and	Bede	 uses	 this	 biblical	 prooftext	 to	
justify	Rome’s	place	in	that	conversion.	
Scripture	also	played	a	major	role	in	the	Synod	
of  Whitby due to each side citing specific biblical 
passages	and	biblical	traditions	as	evidence	for	their	
arguments.	Colman	cited	the	Johannine	tradition	of 	
celebrating	Easter	 between	 the	 fourteenth	 and	 the	
twentieth	moon	of 	Nisan,	while	Wilfred	represented	
the synoptic tradition of  keeping Easter from the fif-




(John 19:14). The Romans, however, believed that 
Christ’s	passion	 took	place	on	 the	day	of 	Passover	
and	that	the	last	supper	was	a	Jewish	Passover	meal.	




again	used	Scripture	 to	 justify	 the	Roman	 liturgical	
tradition,	despite	its	inaccuracy.	Bede	used	St.	Peter’s	
























The	 Holy	 Spirit	 not	 only	 inspired	 the	 church	
to	profess	the	correct	doctrine,	but	it	also	gave	the	




authority	 of 	 Scripture	 as	 evidence	 to	 support	 his	
pro-Roman	 argument.	 Aside	 from	 Scripture	 Bede	
also	 cited	 the	 authority	 of 	 the	 universal	 church	 as	























affirmed their authority by relating: “That this is the 
true	Easter,	and	the	only	one	to	be	kept	by	the	faith-
ful,	was	not	newly	decreed	by	the	council	of 	Nice,	
but only confirmed afresh; as the Church History 
informs	us.”1		
When	looking	at	Bede	in	the	context	of 	history	
one	 sees	 a	 person	whose	 spiritual	 life	 dictated	 his	
intellectual	career.	His	many	writings	included	bibli-








flourished and helped to lead the church and society 
through	the	supposed	“Dark	Ages.”	Bede’s	own	mo-
nastic school was influenced by Canterbury, which 
was, in turn, influenced by Rome, leading Bede to 
support	Roman	practice	and	develop	a	loyalty	to	Ro-
man	 authority.14 His school also influenced him to 
take	up	an	interest	in	calculations,1	which	were	be-
lieved to reflect the relationship between heaven and 
earth	that	was	mentioned	above.	
When	a	modern	historian	attempts	to	use	a	sal-







tory is ‘controlled history,’ as it reflects the interests 




this	 in	mind	historians	 can	 look	 at	 the	Ecclesiastical 
1	Ibid.
1	Peter	Brown,	The Rise of  Western Christendom (Oxford: 
Blackwell,	00),	1.
14	Corning,	The Celtic and Roman Traditions,	69.	
1	Ibid.,	70.	








influenced and altered his work. Corning points out 
how	Rome’s	mission	to	the	Celtic	church	was	aided	
by	 the	 Frankish	Merovingians,	 yet	 Bede	makes	 no	
mention	of		this.19	Bede’s	silence	on	the	Merovingian	




































Bede	 used	Roman	 archives	 that	 had	 been	 brought	
to	Canterbury,	local	ecclesiastical	and	court	records,	





4	Henry	Mayr-Harting,	The Coming of  Christianity to Anglo-
University	Press,	197),	40.	
annals, oral histories, legends and hagiographies (like 





Ecclesiastical History	 by	 giving	 consideration	 to	 the	
genre	of		the	literature.	He	recognizes	the	authentic-
ity	of		the	work	as	a	product	of		salvation	history	by	














obstacles.9	 Mayr-Harting	 also	 recognizes	 the	 rela-
tionships	between	the	Ecclesiastical History	and	other	
works	popular	 in	Bede’s	 time,	 attesting	 to	possible	
influences from people such as Augustine, Gildas, 
Isidore	of		Seville,	and	Orosius.0	
The	 most	 basic	 judgment	 that	 Mayr-Harting	
proposes is that Bede’s work was influenced and 
characterized	by	 the	 social	 and	ecclesiastical	 affairs	
of		the	seventh	century.	According	to	Mayr-Harting	
the	purpose	of		 the	Ecclesiastical History was to first 




were	 trained	 to	see	 the	spiritual	 side	of		 things	and	













Saxon England (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State 
4obsculta
not	normally	have	been	associated	with	it.	
For	 the	 purpose	 of 	 introducing	Bede	 and	 his,	
world,	Mayr-Harting’s	judgments	are	sound.	His	use	
of 	 primary	 and	 secondary	 sources	 has	 led	 him	 to	
create	 an	 accurate	 and	helpful	 introduction	 to	one	
of 	 the	most	 famous	pieces	of 	Anglo-Saxon	 litera-
ture.	His	attention	to	the	spirituality	and	social	con-
text which fueled the composition and influenced its 
outcome	are	impressive	considering	the	numbers	of 	
historians	who	study	 the	Middle	Ages	and	attempt	
to	 steer	 clear	 of 	 anything	 religious.	Mayr-Harting’s	
work	 is	well	 researched	 and	 is	presented	 in	 such	 a	
manner	that	both	high	school	and	college	level	stu-
dents will find it helpful.  











reason	 for	 everything,	whether	 in	 school,	work,	or	
prayer,	all	was	centered	on	God.	If 	modern	Chris-
tians	 read	Bede’s	works	 in	 that	 light,	 it	 can	 still	 be	
possible	to	see	how	his	writings	can	edify	and	help	
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